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MISSION BLUE BUTTERFLY 
Icaricia icarioides missionensis 

CLASSIFICATION: Endangered 
Federal Register 41:22044; June 1, 1976 
http://ecos.fws.gov/docs/federal_register/fr99.pdf
 
CRITICAL HABITAT: None designated 
 
RECOVERY PLAN: Final 
Recovery Plan for San Bruno Elfin and Mission Blue Butterflies. 
October 10, 1984 
(This plan is now out of date. Contact us if you need a copy.) 
 
 
DESCRIPTION 
The mission blue (Icaricia icarioides missionensis) is a small, delicate butterfly in the 
Lycaenidae (gossamer-winged butterfly) family. Wingspan is about 2.5 to 3.6 centimeters. (1 to 
1.5 inch).  

The upper wing surfaces of the male are iridescent blue and lavender with black margins fringed 
with long white hair-like scales. There are no spots on the upper surfaces of the wings. In males, 
the ventral surfaces of the wings are whitish with small circular gray spots in the submarginal 
areas and larger circular black spots located in post-median and submedian areas of the fore and 
hind wings. The body of the male is dark bluish brown. Females have dark brown upper wing 
surfaces marked with blue basal areas. The margins and wing fringe are similar to the male. 
Female underwings are stone gray with a dot pattern similar to the males'.  

The adult flight season extends from late March to early July, depending on the location and 
microclimatic conditions. Females lay eggs throughout the mating flight. Adults do not wander 
far from lupine (Lupinus albifrons, L. formosus and L. variicolor), the larval food plant. The 
adults feed on Chrysopsis villosa, Brodiaea pulchella, Brodiaea taxa, and Eriogonum latifolium. 
The eggs are laid singly on leaves, stems, flowers and seed pods of lupine species.  

Eggs hatch in 4-7 days after being deposited on the larval food plant. Young larvae feed on the 
inner tissues of the host plant leaves. Flowers are consumed entirely. After feeding, the small 
second instar larvae (caterpillars that have shed their skin once) enter diapause (a dormant stage) 
in the litter at the base of the host plant. Larvae emerge from diapause and resume feeding the 
following spring. The mechanisms that start and end diapause are unknown. Third and fourth 
instar larvae are tended by ants. These instars have well-developed honeydew secreting glands 
that entice ants into this tending behavior. Pupation occurs in the soil beneath the host plant. 
One generation of butterflies is produced each year. 

http://ecos.fws.gov/docs/federal_register/fr99.pdf


DISTRIBUTION 
The mission blue butterfly was first collected in 1937 from the Mission District of San Francisco. 
Today a small colony is located on Twin Peaks. The species has also been collected from Fort 
Baker, Marin County. The majority of the remaining colonies are found on San Bruno Mountain, 
San Mateo County. Other colonies have been discovered in San Mateo County. Colonies are 
located at sites ranging from 690 to 1,180-foot elevation. Some colonies occur in the fog belt of 
the coastal range. Coastal chaparral and coastal grasslands dominate the vegetation type where 
colonies are found. 
 
THREATS 
These include housing developments, non-native plants and excessive recreational use. See 
California Academy of Sciences Hotspot page about this species. 

REFERENCES FOR ADDITIONAL INFORMATION  

Note There is a special mission blue butterfly species account for 4th, 5th and 6th grade students. 
http://www.fws.gov/sacramento/es/animal_spp_acct/mission_blue_butterfly_kf.htm
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http://www.calacademy.org/exhibits/california_hotspot/habitat_mediterranean_shrublands_mission_blue_butterfly.htm
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